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logues. “It isn’t the scandal, it’s the banal- 
it~.,, Indiana is able to take things to their 
extreme, but only logical, conclusions: ‘‘I 
guess the ideal Disney thing would be one 
of those fetuses Randall Terry carries 
around with hiin, souped up by Disney’ s 
Imagineers to crawl around and deliver a 
tirade denouncing abortion.” 

Gary Indiana’s calling is to expose a 
world determined to “turn people into 
things and jam life into death,” and he 
makes it look easy because, if one looked 
hard enough and wrote honestly enough, 
it would in fact be easy. But looking hard 
enough and writing honestly enough are 
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not easy. Unfortunately missing here in 
this respect is his recent apotheosis of 
Thomas Bernhard, whose manic execra- 
tion of his own Austria Indiana found use- 
fully applicable to America-and who, like 
Indiana +self, deserves a wider reader- 
ship here. Indiana must have thought of 
-the languishing Austrian while visiting the 
Precious Moments outlet in Branson, 
where expensive doe-eyed ceramic figu- 
rines beseeching “Mommy, I Love You” 
are the objects of Sotheby’s-level scrutiny: 
“The cost of these objects is the real proof 
of a parallel universe, where a glazed elf 
is an investment.” 

Out of Tune 
ANNIE GOTTLIEB 

OUT OF SI6BT. By Elmore Leonard. Delacorte. 296 pp. $22.95. 

To put spoken language into writing is a 
mere trick. AndIfound it-nobody else. 
Making spoken words go in literature 
isn’t stenography: you have to change the 
sentences and rhythms somehow, to dis- 
tort them-to use an artifice, so that when 
you read a book, it’s as though someone 
is actually speaking to you. The same 
thing happens as with a stick plunged 
into water. If you want it to look straight 
you have to break it s1ightly-a bend 
it.. . . When you put one end in, a nor- 
mally straight stick looks bent-and the 
same with language. On the page, the 
liveliest dialogue taken down word for 
word seems flat, complicated, heavy.. . . 
To reproduce the effect of spontaneous 
spoken life on the page, you have to bend 
language in every way-in its rhythm 
and cadence, in its words. 

hat isn’t Elmore Leonard boasting. It’s 
Louis-Ferdinand Ckline, the literary 
genius Y,%etter remembered, alas, as a 
political moron) who smashed the for- 
mal architecture of French grammar to 

liberate the lowlife voxpopuli of Paris on 
the page. But Leonard himself might be 
forgiven for wondering, “When did I say 
that?” For there could be no better descrip- 
tion of his own ‘‘trick,” the sleight of style 
that lifts his crime novels above the genre. 
In a word, it’s street: the savor and sawy, 
slyness and swagger ofthe talk that’s talked 
on street corners and in bars, at taped-off 
crime scenes and in prison yards. 

~~ 
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On first reading, Leonard seems simply 
to have recorded, with the fidelity of digitaS 
audiotape, the “spontaneous spoken life” 
of thieves, thugs, hustlers and the world- 
weary, wised-up pros who stalk them. But 
look again and you spot the broken stick, the 
language bent “in every way” so it sounds 
more real than real. As short a sentence as 
“The hck  you talking about?” is trademark 
Leonard. It’s a matter of omission and eli- 
sion, skipping the inessentials and cutting 
to the chase, as the mind does in its darting 
pursuit of satisfaction and its game of tag 
with the truth. Or, as Miles Davis put it, “I 
always listen to what I can leave out.” 

The Miles connection is not acciden- 
tal. CBline h e w  that what he was really 
making was m u s i o h e  called his distor- 
tion of language “a little harmonic tour de 
force”--an?the music Leonard makes is 
Ckline’s favorite, jazz. Just look at him in 
Annie Leibovitz’s classic portrait: dressed 
all in black like a fifties hipster, a little 
Olivetti on his knees, pZaying keyboard. 
Jazz, like Leonard‘s writing, can be en- 
joyed naively, as popular entertainment, 
while aficionados savor its subtle wit and 
artistry. And jazz (especially saxophone, 
that voice straight from the belly) often 
sounds like tak  stripped of words, laying 
bare its emotional and psychosocial es- 
sence, whether it’s the hilarity and hyper- 
bole of a bunch of guys hanging out or the 
warm nostalgia of inner reverie (for of 
course we talk to ourselves, too). The psy- 
chological acuity of jazz, its grasp of the 
full range of human scams and sorrows, 
gives voice to the wisdom of the street. 
Elmore Leonard knows how to fit words 
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back to that music without muffling it, as 
words so often do. 

o accurate and so smart is the man’s ear 
that one imagines it mapped over most 
of his cortex, crowding out the other 
senses. Nearly all the information in 
Leonard’s novels comes through the 

auditory channel, but he makes that channel 
carry it with wonderfid economy and clar- 
ity, like fiber-optic cable. We never see a 
character except by eavesdropping on an- 
other’s thoughts, with the result that we 
learn something aboutboth: “She likedhis 
type, his rough-cut bony features, big 
hands.. . . Big hands, big schlong” adds a 
simultaneous stroke (no double entendred) 
to the portraits of ex-con Louis Gara and 
sexual sponger Melanie in Rum Punch. 
Each of Leonard‘s memorable characters 

m exists as a distinctive speaking and think- 
ing voice, leitmotif and cadence, yet these 
creatures made of sound take on such flesh 
for us that we miss them after we close the 
book’s back door. 

When these characters interact, they 
jam, a couple of cops or a cop and a crook 
playing off each other’s riffs like veteran 
jazzmen, old friends or rivals. Leonard’s 
“bad guys” tend to solo compulsively, 
blowing gaudy flights of self-display and 
self-delusion that will prove their downfall, 
but are redeemed by inimitable style. His 
“good guys” listen with the acuity of hunt- 
ers and the unerring good taste that for 
Leonard is the same as true morality. (In 
this he is a fifties hipster, hewing to the 
aesthetic and ethic of understated authen- 
ticity that was then called c‘c001.~7) Like all 
hunters, Leonard’s law enforcers and bail 
bondsmen are a little bit in love with their 
prey; they can shoot or shackle a perp and 
still be entertained by him or her. But their 
ear for narcissistic pretension and kitsch 
is merciless. “Tillman wasn’t her type,’’ 
Karen Sisco, 29-year-old U.S. marshal and 
heroine of Leonard’s new novel, muses 
about an ex-boyfriend. “It was the little an- 
noyingthings about him, like saying ‘Ciao’ 
instead of so long or see you later, or the 
way he called her ‘lady’ and it made her 
think of Kenny Rogers.” A fine romance in 
a Leonard book often begins when a man 
and woman recognize each other by what 
they don ’t say (see, for instance, Touch)- 
cool glades of understatement in the midst 
of the tropical clamor of egos. 

So an alarm bell went off when the love 
story at the heart of Out of Sight began with 
a lengthy conversation-in the trunk of a 
car. Veteran bank robber Jack Foley, ripe 
for a midlife crisis (yes, crooks have them 
too), crawls out of a prison escape tunnel 
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moments after Karen Sisco drives up to the 
Florida prison on routine marshal business. 
Jack and his waiting partner deal with this 
glitch by stashing Karen in the trunk of the 
getaway car-and Jack climbs in with her! 
Covered with stinking tunnel muck, he cra- 
dles her spoon-style while she hides her .38 
between her thighs. And they talk. Coolly 
and rather normally, for pages and miles, 
while Jack‘s hand wanders more in wonder 
than lechery. He’s one of Leonard’s “good 
bad guys,” you see, those basically decent, 
nonviolent individuals .who, through moral 
laziness, drift into the criminal life and can’t 
get out. It’s a class of people toward whom 
the author is sympathetic, but ultimately 
as unforgiving as life itself They’ve made 
their choice, and it’s one that ends badly. 

Love across the fine line that separates 
cops and robbers is a compelling subject, 
but our belief in Jack and Karen’s growing 
obsession with each other-after she gets 
away-pivots on the plausibility andmagic 
of that conversation in the car trunk. And 
this reader just doesn’t buy it. I don’t care 
how tough and nervy a girl is, or how in- 
nately gallant her abductor; locked in a dark 
car trunk in the arms of a freshly escaped 
convict, she’s going to feel fear and revul- 
sion. She’s not going to launch into a con- 
versation so casually chatty that the reader 
has to work at remembering they’re in the 
trunk. (That’s why this scene will work 
better in the movie-a first clue to what’s 
wrong with this book.) The weird normal- 
ity of the talk is what’s supposed to make 
it so unforgettable; instead, it’s just unbe- 
lievable. ‘And so Out of Sight gets off on a 
badly wrong note. 

Worse yet, what do they talk about? 
Movies! Now, I hate those dinner parties 
where people talk about movies they’ve 
seen instead of their own experiences. Al- 
though I am sadly sure that in reality bank 
robbers, too, now talk about movies and 
fancy themselves Brando or Bogart charac- 
ters, I read writers like Leonard for the illu- 
sion (isn’t it ironic) that I’m meeting people 
who still have real experiences, outside the 
womb of the multiplex and the home enter- 
tainment center. “Quoting” movies deliv- 
ers a prefab emotional effect; if our best 
writers start doing it, who’s going to pro- 
vide us.with memorable moments minted 
from life? It’s depressing to watch Leon- 
ard fall into this pomo echo chamber, quot- 
ing Hollywood’s crush on itself. 

Out of Sight has been pre-sold to the 
movies, to the same team that made Get 
Shorty. Is that why Karen Sisco is so ge- 
neric? All we know about her looks is that 
she’s slim and blond; about her character, 
that she’s brave. The most interesting thing 

about her is her father, a semi-retired P.I. in 
golf duds who, in one breath, worries when 
his little girl will get married and, in the 
next, gives her hard-ass professional advice. 
Leonard has never been very good at young 
people;. he’s just not very interested in 
them-he’s a bard of experience, not of in- 
nocence. But Hollywood needs sexy young 
heroines, so let the starlet fill in the blanks. 

hen there’s Jack Foley: Supposedly 
from Louisiana, he displays a pu.zlir;g 
lack of regional speech or savor-puz- 
zling, that is, until you realize that where 
he really comes from is the movies: 

Bonnie and Clyde, niree Days of the Con- 
dor. (Bogart in The Treasure of the Sierra 
Madre lurks in this novel’s subconscious, 
but isn’t mentioned.) That’s even where he 
learned to  fire a Beretta, “for Christ sake.” 
At the very end, we learn we’ve been inside 
Jack’s maudlin movie all along, and weget 
dumped out of it as unceremoniously as he 
does. It’s as if Leonard said, “See? I’ve been 
putting you on with this movie stuff.” Well, 
thank God-but the last two pages of the 
book is too late to find that out. 

Aficionados of Leonard’s books-as- 
jaZz will bitch. Where’s the music? Con- 
fined mostly to walk-on characters:’ We 
don’t hear nearly enough of the abused 
Moselle (back from Freaky Deab) ,  whose 
voice is as dire and fatalistic as Billie Hol- 
iday’s, or the wisecracking Adele, Jack’s 
40ish ex and an out-of-work magician’s 
assistant. To be sure, this bookhas lines: “I 
never forget anyone I’ve c a e d  and shack- 
led,” Karen says, and a minor character re- 
sponds to a sign in a boxing gym: “NO PAIN 
NO GAIN. No shit.” But Leonkd shows an 
uncharacteristic-and uncool-tendency 
to nudge us in the ribs. When Jack goes in 
to rob a bank and picks up a brochure say- 
ing “LOOKING FOR MONEY? YOU’VE COME 
TO THE RIGHT PLACE,” it’s very m y .  It’s 
not funny when, two pages later, 

Foley handed him the brochure he’d 
taken and Buddy smiled, “‘Looking for 
money? You’ve come to the right place.’ 
They got that right. It’s like they’re ask- 
ing for it.” 

And the heart sinks when someone in- 
evitably says, “Youknowwhat she said.. .? 
‘I never forget anybody I’ve cuffed and 
shackled.’ ” 

Out of Sight feels like time out, like the 
band’s on break and a tinny tape is play- 
ing. Maybe Leonard is.. .tired, and it’s eas- 
ier to write one straight for the movies- 
let the director do the casting, pick the 
soundtrack-than to do that painstaking 
Ellingtonian orchestration CBline called 

’ 
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“torture.. .the hardest job in the world.” 
Or maybe he’s tired, finally, of the self- 
justifying jive of bad guys-for those in 
this book aren’t remotely entertaining, 
just stupid andor frightening. Maybe Jack 
Foley speaks for his creator when he says 
the sounds have gone sour: 

watching Maurice duck and weave, 
telling how crafty he’d been in the ring; 
listening to White Boy’s dumb remarks 
andthe annoying way he laughed; listen- 
ing to Kenneth speaking a language that 
seemed all hip-hop sounds, rhythmic, 
but making hardly any sense; Foley 
listening to sociopaths offering their cre- 
dentials, misfits trying not to sound like 
losers.. . . Buddy mak[ing] quiet com- 
ments that were meant to zing but fell 
flat, the same old same old, that stand-up 
talk you heard in the yard, but nobody 

here bothering to listen, busythinking of 
what they’d say next. All us tough guys, 
Foley thought. 

What’s the remedy for this Untemelt- 
schmerz? A change of scene? The world 
of stage magic could be a promising venue 
for a Leonard novel; he obviously respects 
its tricks and relishes its lore. (It’s not so 
far from Pronto to Presto.) Or just a rest? 
Hollywood has its hands full with Leon- 
ard’s backlist, andhis hard-core fans don’t 
need a book a year: We’d rather wait for 
the real stuff. When the craving hits, we’ll 
just reread the old ones. (My mate reads 
them over and over, the sabe way he lis- 
tens to his Errol1 Garner and Basic CDs.) 
For another book as good as Glitz or Kill- 
shot or Rum Punch, we’d wait as long and 
loyally as we wait for Thomas Harris’s se- 
que1 to The Silence of the Lambs. ’ H 

Toronto International Film Festival 
STUART KLAWANS 

othing is yet known about film,” said Henri Langlois, founder of the Cink- 
mathkque Franqaise, somewhere in the dim, aphoristic past. By attending 
a big international festival, one may learn that Langlois is still right. This 
year’s Toronto festival, considered to be the most comprehensive in North 

America, gave me the chance to watch 
thirty-five pictures, which isn’t bad for a 
week’s viewing. Even so, no report on the 
State of World Cinema will be attempted 
here, since --five is as nothing com- 
pared to the 274 films that were screened. 

Were there no themes, no trends? Well, 
every inkblot has its butterfly. Out of the 
few pictures I saw and heard about, an un- 
common number involved the death, of a 
mother. In the opening-night presentation, 
FQAway Home, a little girl lost her mother 
but gained a flock of geese. In Bogus, a little 
boy lost his mother but gained the imagi- 
nary friendship of Gerard Depardieu (in the 
Harvey the Rabbit role). Jacques Doillon’s 
Ponette-which at the Venice festival had 
won a best actress award for its 4-year-old 
star, Victoire Thivisol-was about nothing 
but a girl’s mourning for her mom. And 
then there were mothers who simply dis- 
appeared, as in Jan Sv6r&’s well-received 
Kolya, the story of a man in Prague and the 
5-year-old Russian lad who is dumped on 
him. You may imagine my gratitude when 
I finally got to Albert Brooks’s new com- 
edy, Mother; the titlecharacter is not only 
alive but loathes her child. 

Let’s assume that Brooks, as usual, is on 
to something. Let’s imagine that &e mom 
in his film-an outwardly pleasant, inward- 
ly furious character in the shape of Debbie 
Reynolds-might represent Mother Cine- 
ma. Of course Brooks feels belittled. Here 
he is, a guy who gets to make a movie 
every four or five years, trying to live up 
to cinema’s happier past and foregone 
ambitions. N9 wonder other filmniakers 
dream the death of Mother Cinema, rather 
than join Brooks in struggling with her. 

One who did take up the fight was the 
Danish director Lars von Trier, whose 
Breaking the Waves had earlier won a big 
award at Cannes. Long, contrived and 
devilishly memorable, the film hauls you 
through the joys, and sorrows of a God- 
infatuated young Scotswoman, who mar- 
ries a secularist oil-rig worker; said joys 
and sorrows being less draining than the 
film’s main action, which might be de- 
scribed as a seven-round bout between 
von Trier and the ghost of Carl Dreyer. 
Since I prefer ,invigoration to exhaustion 
in my movies, I had a better time with 
Olivier Assayas’s Irma rep, an offhanded- 
ly witty romp through the ru ins of French 
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